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Introduction  
In most management domains, problem-solving is overwhelming because of the large 
amount of complicated data, multiple complex relationships among data, and the 
negotiability of the constraints. Although computers become more and more available, 
the primary challenge of the computing society in the current and coming decades is not 
the computational power. It is the collected or generated data, especially their 
presentations to users in a comprehensible form, that affect and limit the basic 
capabilities of computing. It is extremely necessary to improve the communication 
between users and computers, to transform the vast computing-related data into some 
representations that help humans to understand the data. Humans are visual creatures. 
Most of what we learn comes through our sight. An effective solution to the challenge is 
to shift some of the user's cognitive load to human perceptual systems by using 
computer-generated, domain-specific visualizations.  
Based on the previous research results in the development and the evaluation of a 
visualization-based decision support system for manufacturing production planners 
[Zhang 95], this research paper focuses on developing a research strategy for building 
visualizations of non-geometric data that are massive in both size and dimensionality to 
help decision makers to achieve data comprehension and eventually to improve problem-
solving performance. The practice of business information visualization needs guidelines 
from theoretical perspectives, as well as practical perspectives. As business information 
visualization is an area where few theoretical and practical results have been obtained, we 
construct the visualization theory by expanding related work in other fields. We will then 
apply the visualization model to concrete business domains to verify the effectiveness of 
the model. We hope that a new discipline for business information visualization will be 
established and it will have its own theoretical foundation and methodology. As the 
visualization of large data sets is a problem of concern in many management domains, 
this research has both theoretical and practical contributions.  
Literature Review and Research Objectives  
Limitations of general statistical graphs are two-fold: First, the data to be graphed must 
have controllable size or dimensions. Secondly, due to the powerful computing 
capability, sophisticated underlying functionality, and complexity of data in different 
domains, general purpose representations are not easy to apply to a specific domain.  
People have tried to discover ways to graphically represent huge data sets. Shneiderman 
et al. [92] developed TreeMaps to represent computer hard disk usage, where huge data 
sets are involved and compressed. Perlman [83] used a "punctuation graph" to represent a 
technical document to allow the writer to detect potentially overly complex sentences, as 
well as recognize familiar patterns. The limitation of these research results is that the 
relationships among data sets are geometric in structure, such as hierarchies, linear, or 
networks. In many business domains, however, the relationships among data are very 
complicated. There might be no geometric structure that is implied by the data 
themselves. In other words, there is no obvious physical model that can be used to 
represent the data that humans can understand objectively. This nature of data causes a 
challenge for graphically representing data: a concrete, comprehensible geometric 
structure has to be created for representing the data. We call this type of data non-
geometric data or non-spatial data.  
We noticed that little research and few applications for decision making support systems 
emphasize this issue or even recognize this issue of graphically representing large 
amounts of non-geometric data. For example, Executive Information Systems handle 
limited data size and relationships. The executives complain that they have too many data 
and most of the data are irrelevant.  
Scientific visualization technology has provided many applications for spatial data 
visualizations [McCormick 87, DeFanti 89]. However, few, if any, research or practical 
results have been succeeded in visualizing the non-spatial data that can be easily found in 
business domains.  
In summary, no research results have been found that use computers to graphically 
represent high-dimensional, large-sized, non-geometric-based management data for 
decision-making support. This is our position and our challenge, hence our contribution 
to the field of Information Systems research.  
Our long-term research objectives are two-fold: First, to provide practical guidelines for 
applying visualization techniques to the business decision-making area; Secondly, to 
develop a research strategy for domain specific business information visualization to aid 
human decision-making processes. We have achieved positive results on our first goal. 
Based on the previous results, we are constructing the theatrical foundation for business 
information visualization. Eventually we hope to build this new discipline of visualizing 
business information for decision-making support.  
A General Model  
The decision problem in this research has the following characteristics: there are large 
amounts of non-spatial data with complicated relationships; the decision-making 
environment is flexible because many things are negotiable; numerical computations are 
very necessary; the final decisions are made by human beings, not by computers; and 
most decisions have to be made under time pressure. Examples of these decision 
problems can be found in production planning, inventory control, and stock market 
domains.  
The visualization model itself is domain-independent. It indicates the procedure for 
business information visualization by starting from a business domain, having step-by-
step processes that are guided by the related theories, and having results for each process. 
The final output of the visualization model is a set of displayable visual representations 
that support the entire human problem-solving process in a specific business domain. 
There are possible iterations among different processes, just as in any human's problem-
solving process, modeled by Simon et al. [Newell & Simon 72]. The five processes are as 
following.  
Domain Problem Space Analysis  
This is about what types of problems exist in a specific business domain, how they should 
be solved and evaluated. This process is guided by the general problem-solving model 
developed by Simon et al. We believe that the ultimate goal of visualizing management 
data is for supporting human's problem-solving or decision-making processes. Thus the 
user interface should support the human activities and improve the entire problem-
solving performance. The outcome of this process is the domain problem space hierarchy 
with evaluation criteria for alternatives.  
Domain Data and Knowledge Collection  
This process is a detailed, further analysis of domain tasks and is guided by information 
analysis theory [Bertin 63] and knowledge base construction rules in the AI discipline. It 
focuses on the problem space, analyzes each node in the problem space, identifies each 
data item and information component (variable), the characteristics of the information 
components, and the relationships among information components. The final collection 
of data is stored in a conceptual database. The relationships among variables and rules 
that apply to problem-solving activities are described as a set of knowledge and form a 
conceptual knowledge base.  
Pattern Discovery and Data Aggregation  
This is a special process for dealing with the massiveness in both size and dimensionality 
of the data. Only a limited number of information components with limited elements can 
be displayed because of the limited display space. However, in the business world, it is 
very typical that the decision-making process involves multiple information components, 
some of them have almost unlimited elements. There are two major concerns : First, 
among all the existing multiple relationships in the data, how do we find the subsets 
(patterns) that are most interesting or most important to the decision makers and that 
should be displayed? Secondly, how should we compress an information component with 
unlimited elements into effective indicators that are displayable in size? Our ultimate goal 
is to develop a mechanism of visualizing different types of patterns and indicators. 
Knowledge Discovery in Databases (KDD) is a research frontier for nontrivial extraction 
of implicit, previously unknown, and potentially useful information from large amounts 
of data [Wu 94, Piatetsky-Shapiro 94, Matheus et al 93]. Some of the KDD techniques 
can be used for finding the patterns and indicators.  
Image Construction  
Due to the non-spatial nature of most business data, concrete visual representations have 
to be created. The major concern for graphics construction is the efficiency of the final 
visual representations for human vision. This process involves creation of images with 
geometry and has to do with human visual perception characteristics [Caeli 81], and 
cognitive processes of visual information processing [Kaufmann 79]. Special rules should 
be followed in order to create efficient images with legibility [Bertin 63]. The outcome of 
this process is a set of abstract objects with geometric structures that may be in 2D, 3D, 
or MD spaces.  
Rendering Images as Displayable Visual Representations  
This process makes sure that multiple dimensions can be represented properly on a 2D 
surface. It includes projection from higher dimensions to 2D, rotation, scaling, clipping, 
and perspective mapping. Existing scientific visualization techniques [Nielson et al. 90] 
are very helpful.  
Conclusions and Future Research  
The theoretical contribution of this research is that we proposed a general visualization 
model for building domain-specific visualization-based user interfaces for problem-
solving support in any managerial domain. The techniques and theories in other related 
disciplines are expanded and modified to provide the foundation for this brand new 
discipline.  
Our next research step is two-fold: First, to refine the general model by providing 
operational steps for practice; Secondly, to finalize the general visualization model by 
applying it to another business domain, such as the finance domain.  
References  
Bertin, Jacques, Semiology of Graphics, Translated by William J. Berg, The University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1983.  
Caeli, Terry, Visual Perception -- Theory and Practice, Pergamon Press, 1981.  
DeFanti, T.A., M.D. Brown, B.H. McCormick, "Visualization -- expending scientific and 
engineering research opportunities," Computer, August 1989, pp.12-25.  
Kaufmann, Geir , Visual Imagery and its Relation to Problem Solving -- A Theoretical 
and Experimental Inquiry, Universitetsforlaget, 1979.  
Matheus, C., P. Chen, G. Piatetsky-Shapiro, "Systems for Knowledge Discovery in 
Databases," IEEE Transactions on Knowledge and Data Engineering, Vol. 5, No.6, Dec. 
1993.  
McCormick, Bruce H., et al ed. "Visualization in Scientific Computing," Computer 
Graphics, Vol.22, No.6, Nov. 1987.  
Nielson, Gregory, Bruce Shriver, & Lawrence J. Rosenblum (ed.) , Visualization in 
Scientific Computing, IEEE Computer Society Press Tutorial, 1990.  
Newell, Allen, and Herbert A. Simon, Human Problem Solving , Prentice-Hall, Inc., 
1972.  
Perlman, G. and T.D. Erickson, "Graphical Abstractions of Technical Documents," 
Visible Language, Vol.23, No.4, Autumn, 1983.  
Piatetsky-Shapiro, G., "Knowledge Discovery in databases: Progress Report," Knowledge 
Engineering Review, Vol.9:1, 1994, 57-60.  
Shneiderman, Ben, "Tree Visualization with Tree-Maps: A 2-D Space-Filling Approach," 
ACM Transaction on Graphics , 11, 1, January 1992, pp.92-99.  
Zhang, Ping, "Visualization for Decision-Making Support," unpublished Ph.D. 
Dissertation, The University of Texas at Austin, 1995.  
 
